
A Bed Sheet in Beinecke

“I had seen lots of sheets like this in New England museums but I never
expected to find one in a research library. I was tempted to unfold it to its
full length just to see the reaction of the sober scholars seated at the
polished tables around me.”

Reading Distance
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In its intermingling of the national, the paternal, the feminine, and the
global, this letter is perhaps not quite the warm epistle of friendship it
purports to be.

The Lincoln We Hope For
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This is the Abraham Lincoln of America’s monuments.

Legal Cultures of Early America
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When Thomas Harris’s ghost appeared to his childhood friend William Briggs
across a field one March morning in 1792, he set in motion a chain of events
that produced a lawsuit. It is easy to understand why Harris’s spirit was
unable to settle down for eternity. Harris had left four illegitimate children
as a result of a long-time connection with a woman named Ann Goldsborough.
Eager to provide for their future, Harris instructed his brother James to sell
his land and to use the proceeds to support the children. James sold the land,
but pocketed the earnings, and Harris’s enraged ghost set to work to solve the
problem. Six visits persuaded Briggs that this apparition was indeed the
specter of his old friend, and Briggs in turn used the information the ghost
provided to pressure the living to follow the wishes of the deceased. Like any
good friend seeking to redress a grievance in a world saturated with legal
knowledge and with relatively easy access to courts, he filed suit in Queen
Anne’s County, Maryland, in 1796-1797.

Some readers might chafe at the amount of speculation in this book, but Crane’s
stories are so inviting and her expertise so assured that it would be a
disappointment if she did not try to tie some of the knots together for us.

Thomas Harris’s ghost is just one of the many fascinating characters readers
encounter in Elaine Forman Crane’s newest book, Witches, Wife Beaters, &
Whores: Common Law and Common Folk in Early America. This enthralling, deeply
researched work demonstrates vividly that early Americans lived in a world
saturated by the law. Crane is interested specifically in the “common folk” of
her title; tavern keepers, merchants, a handful of witches, murdered and
battered wives, an enslaved black man. To uncover how the law suffused their
world, Crane employs the methodology of microhistory, an approach used with
great success by historians seeking to discern the lives and mentalities of
those often not able to speak for themselves. Crane has undertaken research in
challenging sources. Even more impressively, she has taken snippets of
information and woven them into engaging, moving, and occasionally riveting
stories. Crane demonstrates through her painstakingly recreated life histories
just how much “legal culture and the routine of daily life were knotted
together in early America” (4).

Crane illustrates this thesis in six chapters that focus on different crimes in
four distinct legal jurisdictions: the Dutch colony of New Netherland, the
English colonies of Bermuda and Rhode Island, and the state of Maryland. Her
first chapter examines slander cases in New Netherland, while her second
chapter takes us to Bermuda, established as an English colony in the wake of
the wreck of the Sea Venture in 1609. Bermuda experienced a witch hunt in the
1650s, and Crane analyzes the accusations launched against 12 people, five of
whom were executed. Chapter three analyzes eight cases of family violence in
eighteenth-century Rhode Island, in which four men were prosecuted for homicide
in the deaths of their wives. Crane draws on trial depositions with great
facility to illustrate the formal and informal legal solutions that friends and
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neighbors deployed to protect women from violent husbands. Chapter four
explores a case of rape brought before the Rhode Island court. The incident
allegedly happened on December 23, 1742, when a woman named Comfort Dennis
Taylor traveled between Portsmouth and Bristol on a ferry navigated by a slave
named Cuff. This chapter is an absorbing read. With Crane’s eloquent prose, her
detective work, her judicious handling of problematic and contradictory
evidence, and her willingness to speculate frankly about the case, this chapter
would make ideal reading for an undergraduate methods class. Chapter five turns
to the problem of debt, with a focus on the family of Samuel Banister, whose
longstanding legal battles over debt payment in Rhode Island took a dramatic
turn when he shot—and killed—a man accompanying the sheriff when he came to
evict Banister in 1745. The final chapter takes up the story of Thomas Harris’s
ghost and the complex family connections Harris’s case reveals.

Crane’s chapters illustrate several important themes. First and foremost is the
legal knowledge that these seventeenth- and eighteenth-century North Americans
and Bermudians possessed. For example, Samuel Banister knew just how to cope
with repeated claims on his estate: he promised to repay and he delayed. This
was the legal strategy his indebted father had also pursued. For the most part,
Banister’s stalling worked—until he lost his wits and shot someone. Likewise,
Taylor knew how a woman who had been raped should act, and she comported
herself accordingly: she screamed for help in order to demonstrate that she had
resisted her attacker; she quickly reported the attack; and she had bruises to
show from her ordeal. John Middleton, one of the confessed witches in Bermuda,
was similarly skilled in knowing how to make his confession persuasive. A Scot,
Middleton was likely even more familiar with witchcraft than his English-born
neighbors, but all of the island’s inhabitants demonstrated remarkable
knowledge about witches, manifested in the many juries summoned to investigate
the accused witches’ bodies for telltale marks, or revealed in depositions in
which neighbors attested to the evil deeds surely attributable to the witch in
their midst.

A second important theme is the role that growing literacy rates played in
altering legal practice. While Banister’s primary difficulty was his inability
to pay his debts, the growing literacy of New England over the course of the
eighteenth century made him more vulnerable to legal action. An earlier culture
in which people trusted handshakes and memory had yielded to debts recorded in
daybooks and a variety of paper records. Courts called for this book evidence
when they adjudicated cases, and this paper trail proved damning to the likes
of Banister. Literacy also played a key role in the saga of Harris’s ghost.
Thanks to their reading of the ghost stories that were so popular in the 1790s,
Marylanders knew how ghosts were likely to comport themselves. By 1816, one
could even read an article outlining the rules for ghosts’ behavior.

A third important theme is the variations between colonial legal systems.
Massachusetts, for example, passed a law in 1650 that ordered that neither
wives nor husbands could strike each other—an unusual gender-neutral law on
domestic violence. While Rhode Island had no such law, it did have another



legal deviation: in Rhode Island (but not elsewhere in New England) courts
could rely on circumstantial evidence if there were no eyewitnesses. A second
example concerns Rhode Island’s laws about rape. Colonies did not have laws
about attempted rape, so Taylor’s accusation of Cuff fell into a grey area. But
in the midst of her legal struggles to get redress in any forum, the Rhode
Island General Assembly passed a law in August 1743 that pertained to attempted
rape by a black man and that could have been prompted only, Crane argues, by
Taylor’s ordeal (137). The law made attempted rape by a black man punishable by
branding, whipping, and transportation. This law, and others like it in
colonial America, racialized laws about attempted rape by assuming that any
advance by a black man toward a white woman would be unwanted, and thus the man
was automatically guilty of rape (129). The Rhode Island law provides strong
evidence for Crane’s argument “that law was implemented from the bottom up”
(8). In light of these (and many other) important legal variations, it might
have been helpful for Crane to devote more time in her book to a discussion of
her selection of these particular jurisdictions.

There are many admirable attributes of Crane’s study. She draws together
jurisdictions not normally considered in tandem, with her choice of New
Netherland, Bermuda, Rhode Island, and Maryland. This analysis required her to
straddle different legal regimes, including both civil law and common law. Her
research is deep and extensive. She combed a variety of local sources, from tax
codes to maps to town records to church registers, to identify people and to
piece together their lives. She even drove through a snowstorm to find out if
one could really hear someone scream across Narragansett Bay in late December.

Crane draws on this impressive documentary base to speculate, something that is
essential given the snippets of information she unearthed. She ponders what
really happened when Taylor accused Cuff of rape. She tries to understand why
Bermuda was beset with a witch hunt in the 1650s, and tests possible links to
events elsewhere—a sodomy case in New Haven in 1653, or the rise of the Quaker
movement in the mid-1650s. She wonders what William Briggs had in mind when he
ventriloquized the words of Harris’s ghost in his deposition. She tries to get
to the bottom of Harris’s relationship with Ann Goldsborough, combing local
records to identify this elusive woman, in order to find a way to characterize
their relationship and to understand how this illicit relationship could endure
through the births of four children. Some readers might chafe at the amount of
speculation in this book, but Crane’s stories are so inviting and her expertise
so assured that it would be a disappointment if she did not try to tie some of
the knots together for us. As she writes frankly, “speculation invites
rebuttal” (202), and her honest appraisal of the problematic evidence allows
readers to come to their own conclusions.

In the book’s epilogue, Crane yokes the legal cultures she has described so
vividly to the post-revolutionary United States. How, she asks, did these case
studies foreshadow the later era? She posits that legal history can “offer a
general interpretation of the American experience” (215). This conclusion seems
apt in the respect that Anglo-Americans in the new United States, like their



colonial ancestors, were deeply immersed in legal culture and familiar with
many different aspects of the law. But it is difficult to discern how to
connect these four jurisdictions with later U.S. legal cultures. Crane asserts,
for example, that the stories in her book “confirm a connection between law and
intrinsic American values” (10). What does this claim of American values mean
in the context of the multiple jurisdictions Crane examines? Bermuda seems
especially oddly placed, since it is American only in the sense of being in the
western hemisphere, but not in the meaning that I think Crane invokes in her
epilogue of pertaining to the United States. The legal code of New Netherland,
based on Dutch civil law, was transformed under later English rule, and the
Dutch colony’s connection to the legal behavior or values of the later United
States is similarly unclear. And which Americans? Cuff, for example, sits oddly
here. Crane writes that Cuff’s values were “at odds with early American
society” (15). It is difficult to tell, however, if it was his unique values or
simply his plight that shaped his response—flight from further legal
proceedings—to his legal predicament. Crane’s admirable book is likely to
inspire many other studies that will help answer some of these important
questions. In the meantime, she has blazed a trail with her exemplary study,
demonstrating that it is possible to bring the dead to life even without the
aid of a ghost. Instead, Crane offers us an engaging and detailed analysis of
how ordinary people understood and deployed the law in the most adverse
circumstances, drawing us in with stories that are sometimes heartbreaking,
sometimes funny, sometimes confounding, but always intriguing and absorbing.

 

This article originally appeared in issue 12.4.5 (September, 2012).

Alison Games is the Dorothy M. Brown Distinguished Professor of History at
Georgetown University. Her most recent book is Witchcraft in Early North
America (2010).
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Indians looked on landless and drifting sailors, existing outside of the kin
relations that defined Illahee, with suspicion. Yet through prostitution,
intermarriage, working together, and trade, the fragments of a colonial society
were formed that did not privilege the American vision of Oregon.

Between the Sheets

https://commonplace.online/article/between-the-sheets/




Dickinson did not regard the book as a meaningful unit of analysis for her
work, but too often, her editors and critics have.

Thresholds of Finding and Becoming

History and the Found Poem

Debt
We may never know the mystery of sleep.
We don’t want to become machines.

But we let our vagabond thoughts run riot,
not like hurricane but like breakfast table,
spread with honey and cereal. And then: falling
over the dog, kicking the ribs out
of the heirloom chair. Somewhere
between the end of the table and half-past

nine, the stock-market crashes. We watch and can’t
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believe we are watching. And then: hot flannels
to the face, brocade of poppy-heads. Forget,

forget—bag of ground pepper dipped in whiskey
and placed in the ear.

We never want to hear what people are saying. We never
know exactly what is needed. Blister Compound, Opium Powder,

Lint. Baths or Fomentations; Forcepts or Pins.

If you swallow a bee, if your throat is stung inside—
you are not necessarily closer to the mystery, your own dying.

Tonight I will place a key over your bee-sting
and force the poison out. You are very lucky. I don’t
even know you, but still you owe me nothing.

Excuse
I had rejected every soft-handed suitor, but then
one night: you with your mitts and sandpaper.

In the morning my mother found the salmon you left on the beach.
Then the seal, the basket of scallops. Like this each night for weeks.

She was anxious to meet you. We had become rich.
She rose early to greet you but saw only a bear lurching

out of the waves. We were discovered. You carried two whales
in your paws and dropped them. You turned into a rock.

A supernatural being of the sea, that’s what I tell people now
when they ask me about my black veil, my net and stockings.

You can still see the spot where he dropped the whales, I say,
you can still see the rock. It’s become a national landmark.

Flower of the Standard Talking Machine
I’ve got the time, I’ve got the place, but it’s hard to find the Girl.
Any little Girl that’s a nice little Girl is the right little Girl for me.

Ain’t you coming out tonight? If He comes in, I’m going Out.
A Bushel of Kisses. Wedding Bells. Battle Hymn of the Republic.

I’m afraid to come Home in the Dark. I heard the voice of Jesus say.



All that I ask of You is Love. Then we’ll all go Home.

By the light of the Silvery Moon. Beautiful Isle of Somewhere.
Come where My Love lies Dreaming. In the Gloaming.

Where is my Wandering Boy Tonight? Abide with me.
Has anybody here seen Kelly? Don’t let me Go. Bye-bye, Dearie.

Barnyard Serenade. When you Marry a Girl for Looks. America.

Triangle Sideshow
                    —with John Dillon
Barker:

Love in all Shapes! Visit my gallery
of Portraits. Wolf in Sheep’s clothing or
the Biter (finally) Gets Bitten. Love’s
labor lost. Love’s many machinations.

Love’s lenten lucubrations. Love’s tentative
Lubrications. False alarm—or No One
there. Love in a labyrinth; the adventures
of My Day. A reminiscence of by-gone-times past

ten o’clock on a Cloudy Night. Travelers, notice
the Nag’s Head on the heath. Step up and meet
the Ventriloquist, a man in the Wrong Box.

 

Dummy:

                    I believe in America,
the voice thrown from the stage.

I will never betray you.
Eventually he told me

how an egg is filled. How feathers
are hollow, the particular service
of the eyelid. What gives

blood its motion, our fine, beautiful
eyes, our limbs arranged in a great order

like fingers of a hand kissed
in greeting. Dangling, eyes



roll to ceiling. See how

we are always evolving?

Has the soul any passion?
Are the soul and body connected?

The men from the Sideshow saying,
don’t ever talk to anyone
outside family.

The men in shark-skin
patting their brows, folding their teeth
in kerchiefs and staggering
into the next room.

 

Ventriloquist:

When you hold your breath for a longer
or shorter time—a body of midnight

outside of the city, a single tone
of quickness on slowness that can’t
be measured. Like taking one’s self

away, like being away from a place.

I would hang a cow-bell around
his neck like a trophy. My voice
sliding up or down in pitch on a word.

I am your gentlest one.

The Evolution of Rape Law
Knowing that at any moment she could turn
into a witch, they sit the girl in the corner by the fire.

They place a wooden cross in her mouth, cakes of salt, soap.
They place a coin over each doorway.

She says nothing. When they divide up her father’s things
to pay for the scandal—his lathe, his axe, his pewter

bowls—she holds her mouth half-closed like a lock
that waits, a jagged outline, lizard or turtle, silhouette opening.



Either she’ll lose her name or a neighbor will hang.
It is known that she has been with a man, in a brake or bush,

out in the land. They say she can change into a partridge or
deer, and that the night she appeared in a field

a man followed her. It’s true when she moves, she makes
a shifting sound, and sand fills her shoes, filtering

onto the floor beneath her skirt where she sits still
as an hourglass. To try her case, they shave a bull’s tail,

grease it, and thread it through her door-clate. She places
both feet on the threshold. If she holds the bull by the tail,

she can save her honor. If not, she will keep the grease
that clings to her hands. Her face shiny now, like

warm meat. Years later she will still roll grease
from her arms. Truth will become the wolf that lurks

in snowfields of her eyes as she sits by windows and beyond
the invention of glass. Her thoughts crashed into again like birds.

“Go West, Young Man…Far, Far West”
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Before independence from Britain, North American merchants belonged to an
imperial trade network that spanned the globe, from nearby Jamaica to distant
Japan. But the commodity most associated with the American Revolution
undoubtedly remains tea, the quintessential Asian, luxury trade good. At the
time of Boston’s “tea party” in 1773, North Americans imported almost a quarter
of a million pounds of tea annually, nearly two-thirds of it through Boston
harbor (12). Almost all of this tea came from the distant port of Canton, in
southeast China, part of a growing and increasingly profitable British
investment in Asia and the East Indies.

For a few years, tea’s politicization made it the symbol of unjust taxation and
monopolies, and while the former is what most history textbooks emphasize,
James Fichter deftly argues that the latter had far greater consequences for
the future of United States’ business practices. After 1783, U.S. merchants
developed their own routes in the East Indies with remarkable rapidity and
alacrity, spurred by North American demand for Asian goods including tea, which
once again took pride of place as a marker of gentility. But these new
investor-capitalists, a small and elite group of traders, remained wary of
monopolistic practices and embraced a more open system in Asia, ultimately
forcing even Britain to abandon its mercantilist ways. This is a significant
intervention which not only demonstrates how important international investment



was to early American commercial development, but also how it created the
prototype for modern corporations. East Asian trading demanded larger groups of
investors than either Atlantic or even European shipping to pay associated
costs and diversify risk. Such practices resulted, Fichter argues, in a new
system of “cooperative venture” through standardization of shareholders
(regularized contracts), specie (silver), and supervision (supercargoes)
(128-129).

James Fichter, So Great a Proffit: How the East Indies Trade Transformed Anglo-
American Capitalism.Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010. 384 pp., $35.00.

Conducted on free trade principles, America’s commerce in Asia became so
extensive and so profitable during these French Wars that it undermined the
monopoly of the British East India Company and forced the company to open its
own free trade to the region.

Colonial American and early republic studies since the 1980s have emphasized
the need to contextualize U.S. history within larger regional frameworks. The
most obvious example has been the rise of Atlantic history and its emphasis on
crossing national and imperial boundaries. Indeed, it is the circulation of
goods, people and ideas across and around this ocean that defined the field.
Early studies traced migration, trade patterns or specific commodities, but
more recent work has focused on less tangible but critically related ideas,
such as notions of taste and refinement, and adaptation and creolization.
Anglo-Atlantic scholarship outpaced work on other empires until the last
decade, but historians and literary scholars have begun to turn the tide, and
the resulting work not only challenges ideas about what can be consumed
(notions of fashion as well as clothing), but has also broadened both the
Atlantic regions and peoples considered as consumers, including Africa, Latin
America and the Caribbean, as well as women, native and enslaved peoples.

So Great a Profitt does not so much challenge the validity of Atlantic
scholarship as argue for the importance of other less-studied regions to the
early American economy. It does so by weaving together stories of conquest,
imperial expansion, smuggling, and financial entrepreneurship with an
impressive array of customs and shipping data and the lives of individual men
who tried their hand at commercial enterprises half a world away. While many of
the nations vying for dominance in the east between 1790 and 1830 would be
familiar to Atlanticists—including Britain, France, Spain, the Netherlands, and
the United States—the backdrop and path to success was quite distinct. France,
Britain and Holland had their colonies and territories to be sure, but it was
the United States, Fichter argues, and its policies of neutral trade rather
than annexation and colonization, which ultimately reshaped the region.

Americans had operated in the Pacific and Indian Oceans since the early
eighteenth century, first as smugglers and pirates, and then as more legitimate
agents of the British East India Company. Within a year of the 1783 Treaty of
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Paris, U.S. vessels sailed to the region under their own flag, but the new
nation’s rise to challenge Britain in eastern trade was far from a foregone
conclusion. In the first years after independence, few ships were large enough
to make the journey, and fewer sponsors were willing to back them. Some that
did undertake the voyage, such as the visually beautiful but commercially
disastrous Massachusetts launched in 1790, were spectacular maritime and
business failures (43-45). Nor was free trade the obvious model for U.S.
interactions; despite Americas’ association of monopolies with tyranny in the
1760s and 1770s, business models based on just such government-sanctioned
companies appeared as early as 1785 (39). While Congress rejected plans for an
American East India Company, they did so as much because federal versus state
authority over trade regulation remained unresolved as because of anti-monopoly
rhetoric.

The real breakthrough came with the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars,
which Fichter combines as the “French Wars” stretching from 1793 to 1814. When
European nations turned their vessels to combat rather than commerce, America’s
neutral status meant it enjoyed enormous opportunities in both Asian and
European markets. This part of the study is less novel as Fichter acknowledges
that past historians have already credited early nineteenth-century, inter-
European warfare for the expansion of America’s maritime reach. But what is new
is his use of this argument as the basis by which American actions transformed
Anglo-American business more broadly. Conducted on free trade principles,
American’s commerce in Asia became so extensive and so profitable during these
French Wars that it undermined the monopoly of the British East India Company
and forced the company to open its own free trade to the region. The former
colonies and their British Empire thus came to share what Fichter terms “Anglo-
American capitalism” (2).

There is no small irony, however, that despite the popularity of anti-monopoly
rhetoric in North America, which Fichter suggests even pre-dated independence,
the expense of trade to Asia increasingly concentrated capital into the hands
of a few, those who became America’s first millionaires. Laws may not have
restricted entry into this market, but means certainly did. In theory the
region’s free trade policies promoted meritocracy; in practice they enabled the
rich to become richer and to transfer their wealth into other investment
opportunities. Stephen Girard chose banks, Israel Thorndike helped build the
Lowell Mills, and John Jacob Astor invested in western lands and attempted to
dominate the domestic fur trade industry. When that failed, he returned to the
China trade, perhaps somewhat chastened, but then nonetheless “profited
handsomely” (275).

Fichter’s argument is a compelling one, but he acknowledges some limitations.
In “America’s Re-Export Boom,” one of the seminal chapters of the book, he
carefully details how trade in East Indian goods such as pepper, tea and Indian
cloth linked American merchants to producers and consumers around the world.
But he also notes that while “the re-export boom was quite significant,” East
Indian goods made up “but a small portion of these re-exports; sales of



Caribbean sugar and coffee in Europe and of European manufactures in the
Americas made up the bulk” (83). This does not undercut Fichter’s central
argument that American neutrality in East Indian trade precipitated a radical
shift in British commercial policy in the early nineteenth century, but it is
does indicate that the financial significance of this trade most directly
affected a small sector of American investors—men like Thorndike, Girard, and
Astor. This same cohort, Fichter persuasively demonstrates in his later chapter
on “America’s First Millionaires,” invested their eastern-based profits in
factories, canals, railroads and banks with far larger implications for U.S.
infrastructural and economic development. But the Caribbean—especially sugar,
but increasingly coffee—remained the bulwark of U.S. re-export efforts and
likewise connected the new nation to global commerce. America’s West Indian
merchants may have been, in Fichter’s words, “little more than shopkeepers with
ambition,” but there were many more of them, and their combined profits
represented a significant portion of overall U.S. trade income (113). Moreover,
Fichter’s own examples provide provocative evidence of how these trades
intertwined. In 1801 Israel Thorndike (who would likely be rankled if called an
ambitious shopkeeper) provided his captain with a detailed list of seven
potential West Indian ports of call in which to sell his Indian cloth cargo
(98-99). While those sending ships to the east often came from a different
socio-economic tax bracket than Atlantic traders, their business interests may
have overlapped in important ways.

This is an ambitious and wide-ranging book that explores not only the specifics
of business transactions, but also the social and cultural ramifications of
America’s entry in what had previously been systems defined by empires. Better
still, it is composed in a lively, engaging manner easily accessible to
scholars in the field and those whose interests may not focus on finance.
Fichter is a seamless writer, a real pleasure to read, and the streets of Dutch
Cape Town, like the home of merchant Elias Derby of Salem, Massachusetts, come
alive on his pages (35-17 and 132-134). His work is also a major corrective to
the traditional narrative of early American history still taught at the
undergraduate level, which largely focuses on what will become the United
States. In these classrooms, Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton stand in
for the series of pamphlets and Congressional sessions that debated whether the
new nation’s future lay overseas or overland, the textbook chapter that most
students half-heartedly slog through before getting to the far more enticing
fare of Lewis and Clark and westward expansion. Thereafter America’s
international affairs are usually limited to immigration or war. The War of
1812, the Mexican-American War, the Monroe Doctrine, and the Spanish-American
War were each about defining and defending United States’ territorial rights.
Most of our classroom attention is paid, however, to the developing schism
between the states and resultant Civil War, or in outlining a series of
“revolutions”—the market revolution, transportation revolution, and
communications revolution—that made possible a nation from sea to shining sea.
What is important to American history, in other words, occurred at home and not
abroad.



Atlantic historians have struggled against this trajectory for three decades,
arguing that just as many Americans looked east (and south) across the ocean as
looked west across the continent. Fichter’s work adds a key new dimension to
this debate, albeit to a more distant horizon line. He encourages historians of
early America, business history, and globalization to look west, but much
farther west than we have in the past, to see how the Asia trade increased both
the number of connections and volume and value of U.S. foreign trade in the
decades after 1783, as well as how it undergirded investment in those very
transportation and communications relations that made possible domestic
expansion.

Publick Occurrences 2.0 September 2008
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Historians, find the pattern

Assuming there is one, besides electoral fear. Any thoughts? Any other maps
this resembles?

 

September 28, 2008

St. Louis not good enough for Palin “debate camp”

Be insulted, my fellow Missourians and swing-state voters, be very insulted.

From CNN.com:

Gov. Sarah Palin will now spend two and a half days near Sedona, Arizona, to
prepare for Thursday’s debate, instead of prepping in St Louis, as originally
planned.

Sarah Palin will be at John McCain’s rustic creek side home outside Sedona
[a.k.a. his 5-building “Sedona compound”] for what a top aide calls “debate
camp.”

 

Gee, I went to debate camp in Emporia, Kansas and I survived. That’s where I
learned that you could eat anything an institutional kitchen produced if you
just added enough steak sauce. Call me a liberal elitist, but that’s how I saw
it.

Actually, I suspect this has more to do with keeping Sarah away from reporters
and voters, and near at hand for Daddy Mac, where she won’t be able to say
anything he has to retract.

 

September 23, 2008

The Bailout of Abominations?

The nasty, mendacious creativity of the present, cornered GOP really does
seem to know no bounds. The near economic collapse that occurred on their
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watch, fostered by their ideology and their mismanagement, Republicans have
decided to blame on poor non-whites. “Loaning to minorities and risky folks is
a disaster” that Congress should have warned the lenders about, they were
saying on Fox News, as though someone forced the financial industry to go out
and make all those sub-prime loans and sell them to each other.  (”Allow under
pressure of furious lobbying” would be the more appropriate verb phrase for
Congress’s attitude toward virtually unrestricted lending lately.) A century or
so ago GOP jurists called those kind of bad deals “freedom of contract,” and
unlike the 19th-century workers whose complaints were usually rejected, our
modern financiers actually did have a choice when they made these bad bargains.
For instance, they had the choice of actually requiring proof of borrowers’
source of income, a standard that I gather had been largely abandoned by many
lenders.

This latest conservative meme is a breathtakingly yet typical effort to project
and racialize systemic, top-down economic failures — it’s only those people who
go bankrupt, lose their homes, etc.

Of course, lots of ordinary middle-class Republicans and business page
columnists, raised on the small government gospel, are suffering tremendous
cognitive dissonance at sight of their party engineering what must be dollar-
wise the largest public invasion of the private sector in American history. GOP
leaders have naturally seen in their followers’ confusion a chance to spin more
fantasies and try to turn the responsible efforts of others to clean up the
mess they have made into one more desperate political ploy. Here’s Ed Kilgore,
writing in The Democratic Strategist:

Every Democrat should read Patrick Ruffini’s post from yesterday at NextRight.
He is, I strongly suspect, perfectly reflecting the game that Republicans,
including Team McCain, want to play with the Paulson Plan:

Republican incumbents in close races have the easiest vote of their lives
coming up this week: No on the Bush-Pelosi Wall Street bailout.

God Himself couldn’t have given rank-and-file Republicans a better opportunity
to create political space between themselves and the Administration. That’s why
I want to see 40 Republican No votes in the Senate, and 150 in the House. If a
bailout is to pass, let it be with Democratic votes. Let this be the political
establishment (Bush Republicans in the White House Democrats in Congress)
saddling the taxpayers with hundreds of billions in debt (more than the Iraq
War, conjured up in a single weekend, and enabled by Pelosi, btw), while
principled Republicans say “No” and go to the country with a stinging
indictment of the majority in Congress….

In an ideal world, McCain opposes this because of all the Democratic add-ons
and shows up to vote Nay while Obama punts.

History has shown us that “inevitable” “emergency” legislation like the Patriot
Act or Sarbanes-Oxley is never more popular than on the day it is passed — and
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this isn’t all that popular to begin with. All the upside comes with voting
against it.

Ruffini is exactly right about the politics of this issue, especially for
Republicans. Think of this as one of those periodic votes on raising the public
debt limit. It has to pass, of course, but there’s zero percentage in
supporting it for any one individual. The speculative costs of the legislation
actually failing are completely intangible and ultimately irrelevant, while the
costs it will impose are tangible and controversial from almost every point of
view. For McCain and other Republicans, voting “no” on Paulson without
accepting the consequences of that vote is the political equivalent of a
bottomless crack pipe: it will please the conservative “base,” distance them
from both Bush and “Washington,” and let them indulge in both anti-government
and anti-corporate demagoguery, even as Democrats bail out their Wall Street
friends and big investors generally.

 

Josh Marshall has links to more material in this vein here.

So, to go historical for a second here, current Republicans apparently want
to turn the Paulson bailout plan into the new “Tariff of Abominations,” a
policy of theirs that they hope will reflect even worse on their opponents. The
fabled Tariff of 1828 was a Democratic-originated bill that their hated enemy
President John Quincy Adams signed into law. Adams was then furiously denounced
for signing it in the ensuing campaign, which he lost, especially by tariff-
hating southerners who had no choice (by their proslavery lights) but to keep
supporting Democratic candidate Andrew Jackson whatever his northern allies had
done. The traditional stories that this was all a plot by Martin Van Buren to
allow Jackson to run as both pro- and anti-protection, and that the bill was
intended to fail, are now thought to be somewhat mythical. (Wikipedia seems
pretty good on the topic, or you can read Frederick Jackson Turner about it on
Google books.) If the Tariff of 1828 was a Van Buren plot, it was a little too
clever. Jackson would probably have won anyway, John C. Calhoun-led South
Carolina would soon try to destroy or hamstring the Union over the issue, and
the enmity of many southern Democrats for Van Buren would burn for decades,
eventually getting him thrown out of the presidency.

I am guessing any serious effort to boomerang the Bush administration’s bailout
against the Democrats or to help John McCain will also turn out to be a little
too clever. It might help soothe the aching heads of some in the GOP base, but
the Bush brand of Republicans-as-irresponsible-rich-people is a little too
well-established by now. That’s what a lot of Republican voters I know seem to
like about them.
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September 22, 2008

A Pollster’s Dilemma

I have not seen that it got a lot of play nationally — though admittedly I did
not watch much TV over the weekend — but a couple of the local papers were full
of mischievous AP material seemingly aimed at turning the clock back to the
ugly part of this year’s Democratic primaries, if not much, much further. In
particular, AP’s Ron Fournier takes the opportunity of this week of national
economic crisis to publicize a poll done with Stanford University that gave
whites a chance to apply various racially charged adjectives to describe
blacks:

WASHINGTON (AP) — Deep-seated racial misgivings could cost Barack Obama the
White House if the election is close, according to an AP-Yahoo News poll that
found one-third of white Democrats harbor negative views toward blacks – many
calling them “lazy,” “violent” or responsible for their own troubles.

The poll, conducted with Stanford University, suggests that the percentage of
voters who may turn away from Obama because of his race could easily be larger
than the final difference between the candidates in 2004 – about 2.5 percentage
points.

 

Historians will be shocked — shocked — that racism has not evaporated overnight
because an African-American won a major party presidential nomination. To round
out the story, Fournier and company find the grumpiest old guys in some
working-class Ohio diner to make a few racist remarks, all along making various
defeatist insinuations about the Obama campaign.

The underlying message seems to be that Republicans should rest easier, even
now that McCain has started to fall behind in the polls again. Thanks to
racism, McCain is ahead of Obama even if he is way behind. So, congratulations,
GOP, prejudice is still your friend.

But guess what? AP implies that the real problem is actually Democratic racism.
“Lots of Republicans harbor prejudices, too, but the survey found they weren’t
voting against Obama because of his race. Most Republicans wouldn’t vote for
any Democrat for president — white, black or brown.” That’s right, GOP voters
in white-flight suburbs never ever vote for black candidates or a candidate
friendly to black people, but only because they care about the issues. Voting
for the GOP in the first place has nothing at all to do with race. Riiiight. Of
course, the m.o. in many of these ‘burbs, especially the wealthier ones, is not
being a racist by never personally encountering poor people of other races in a
non-employee context.

http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/stories/A/AP_YAHOO_POLL_OBAMA_RACE?SITE=MOCOD&SECTION=HOME&TEMPLATE=DEFAULT


Political scientist Nate Silver explains why the AP’s leap from the racial
attitudes found in the poll to measurable race-based voting effects is not
borne out by the data. I don’t have Silver’s statistical expertise or
mathematical voting models, but it is easy to enough tell that national
Democratic candidates of any race almost never run as well the local Democrats
in white working-class areas. And haven’t since the late 1960s. These were the
fabled “Reagan Democrats” of yore, at least the northern division of them. I am
guessing that Obama will not do much worse than John Kerry or Al Gore in those
places, but in some of them he will do a lot better.

Presumably the tactic behind Fournier’s story is to continue the “Democratic
screw-up” meme by implying that if the liberals had only let Hillary Clinton
have the nomination, instead of Obama, then white working-class voters would
now be enthusiastically supporting the ticket. Uh, right. Tell me the guy who
would say this to a reporter in a public place would be singing Hillary’s
praises instead: “‘We still don’t like black people,’ said John Clouse, 57,
reflecting the sentiments of his pals gathered at a coffee shop in Somerset,
Ohio.” They sure seem like probable feminists to me. (Joke! I suspect they were
against wimmin’s-libbers before the idea of black presidential candidate ever
crossed their mental transoms.)

What I really don’t understand is why responsible scholars of public opinion
would be involved in releasing such a poll just before an election, other than
money and attention. Especially if you sincerely believe racism remains a
problem in this country, as I suppose the scholars in question must, it does
not seem helpful to encourage whites in the idea that their prejudices are
secretly shared by their neighbors. Or does this poll emanate one of Stanford’s
conservative think-tank branches? That would explain a lot.

 

September 19, 2008

Barack Obama and Jackie Robinson: An Historical Analogy that Works
for Me

It was partly the St. Louis angle, I admit, but I was quite moved by Boyd
Reed’s reader blog post at TPM, “How Racism Works for Me.” The post chiefly
concerns Reed’s own experiences as an African American who does not fit into
white stereotypes about African Americans, and how those experiences inform his
work as an active supporter of Barack Obama. One passage that particularly
struck me was Reed’s comparison of the challenge Obama faces to that met by the
first black man in baseball’s big leagues, Jackie Robinson. My sons were making
this comparison at dinner the other night, and Reed made me feel that they were
even more perceptive than I thought they were.  Frankly, it is analogy that a
lot of adult white liberals I know or read should consider very seriously
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before they moan again about Obama’s seeming centrism or apparent failure to
rip the Republicans with sufficient ferocity on a given day.

Here’s Boyd Reed:

 

I’ve made the comparison between Obama’s candidacy and Jackie Robinson’s major
league debut before.  As you read the various histories that have been written
about Robinson, you come to understand that he had a great deal of inner anger
about the way he was treated at the start of his career with the Dodgers.

Of course, he had every right to be angry.  But the whole reason Branch Rickey
picked Robinson to break the color barrier in baseball wasn’t just because of
Robinson’s playing ability, which was unquestioned.  Rickey picked Robinson
because he believed Robinson would be able to endure being spat on by fans,
openly cursed by other players and defamed by the press, and keep playing
without complaint.  Robinson excelled, even with all that negativity towering
over him.

It’s now been 61 years since a Black man hit the big leagues, and Blacks have
come a long way since then.  We’ve seen Black billionaires, Fortune 500 CEOs,
entertainers, moguls, movie stars, designers, entrepreneurs, professors,
activists, race car drivers, jockeys, and politicians.  But never have we seen
a truly viable Presidential candidate of color before now.

So, when I go out canvassing, I keep all that in mind.  When I talk to an
undecided voter or a hostile voter on the phone, I remember that we’re working
against virtually everything in our nation’s relatively short history to get
this man elected.

I hold my anger at the injustice.  I hold my despair at the seemingly
irreversible backward thinking and illogic.  I hold my horror at the idea that
this man, so uniquely qualified for this time in our history, may not have a
chance to do what so many of us so desperately want him to do – lead this
country.

I carry hope – not just Obama’s hope, but my hope, and the hopes of my family. 
The oldest girls actually talk about politics – with knowledge, no less!  It’s
all I can do to keep from keeling over in shock whenever they talk about
electoral votes or Sarah Palin’s latest lie.  My five-year-old son shakes me
and says, “Daddy, look!  It’s Barack Obama!” whenever he sees Obama’s face on
TV.  And my wife registered to vote this year for the first time – then
promptly contacted a field office and planted an Obama sign on our lawn.

And, above all else, I do what so many of all colors have always done when
confronted with injustice.  I dig in, and I work.  I work against the tide.  I
work in places where conventional wisdom says Obama can’t win. I volunteer to
call southern Missouri.  I call South Carolina.  I call central Pennsylvania. 



I canvass in West Virginia.  I canvass in southern Ohio.  I go to the places
where “Obama” is one of the seven words you can’t say on television.

Then, I silently say a prayer of thanks whenever I encounter racist reaction in
my election work.  For me, it only adds fuel to my urgency in getting Obama
elected.

 

There is a lot more to Reed’s post, and I suggest reading it from the
beginning. I would also advise skipping the comments, because some of the ugly
attitudes Obama is up against show up right there.

 

September 17, 2008

Sarah Palin, Natural Aristocrat?

In a rare non-worthless column today, David Brooks took issue with a typically
insincere Weekly Standard piece that professed to find in former local
sportscaster and present tanning enthusiast Sarah Palin the fulfillment of the
Founders’ fondest dreams. (It’s funny how everything conservatives favor seems
to bring smiles to the statues’ faces.) In one of those faux-populist jags
conservatroids like to go on only when discussing Democrats, Europeans,
academics, or the media, writer Stephen F. Hayward ends up bringing both Harry
Truman and Thomas Jefferson on board the Palin dogsled, busting out Jefferson’s
famous dialogue with John Adams on the “natural aristocracy” in the process:

The issue is not whether the establishment would let such a person as Palin
cross the bar into the certified political class, but whether regular citizens
of this republic have the skill and ability to control the levers of government
without having first joined the certified political class. But this begs an
even more troublesome question: If we implicitly think uncertified citizens are
unfit for the highest offices, why do we trust those same citizens to select
our highest officers through free elections?

In his reply to Adams, Jefferson expressed more confidence that political
virtue and capacity for government were not the special province of a
recognized aristocratic class, but that aristoi (natural aristocrats) could be
found among citizens of all kinds: “It would have been inconsistent in creation
to have formed man for the social state, and not to have provided virtue and
wisdom enough to manage the concerns of the society.” Jefferson, moreover,
trusted ordinary citizens to recognize political virtue in their fellow
citizens: “Leave to the citizens the free election and separation of the
aristoi from the pseudo-aristoi, of the wheat from the chaff. In general they
will elect the really good and wise.”
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Today’s establishment doubts this. The establishment is affronted by the idea
that an ordinary hockey mom–a mere citizen–might be just as capable of running
the country as a long-time member of the Council on Foreign Relations. This
closed-shop attitude is exactly what both Jefferson and Adams set themselves
against; they wanted a republic where talent and public spirit would find easy
access to the establishment.

 

OK, down with that “closed-shop attitude,” though neither Jefferson nor Adams
dreamed of opening the shop to non-white males, and they weren’t too sure about
shopkeepers, either. But even if we don’t take Hayward’s argument too
literally, did Jefferson’s willingness to allow the voters to separate the
wheat from the chaff mean that he discounted the importance of education and
experience in candidates for public office? Well, not so much. Later in the
same letter, Jefferson explained his elaborate plan for a steeply graduated
public education system that would provide basic skills to all while selecting
out only the very best students in each area to move on to the higher levels of
the system and possibly qualify for leadership roles. Outlining his program for
eliminating the “artificial” aristocracy of birth and wealth in Virginia during
the Revolution, Jefferson regretted that one key piece of legislation never
passed:

It was a Bill for the more general diffusion of learning. This proposed to
divide every county into wards of 5. or 6. miles square, like your townships;
to establish in each ward a free school for reading, writing and common
arithmetic; to provide for the annual selection of the best subjects from these
schools who might receive at the public expense a higher degree of education at
a district school; and from these district schools to select a certain number
of the most promising subjects to be compleated at an University, where all the
useful sciences should be taught. Worth and genius would thus have been sought
out from every condition of life, and compleatly prepared by education for
defeating the competition of wealth and birth for public trusts.

 

In appointing officials to his own administration,  Jefferson applied even more
stringent educational standards, giving most of the jobs to men with college
educations at a time when only a tiny handful of men even had the opportunity
to go. Would Jefferson be celebrating over the idea of elevating nearly to the
presidency a book-banning small-town mayor (and religious fanatic, by his
lights) who cobbled together her education from five different miscellaneous
institutions and acquired not an ounce of intellectual or cultural
sophistication in the process?” Not hardly, as John Wayne used to say. For
Jefferson, the value of a governance system could be measured by whether “worth
and genius” tended to find their way to power under it: “May we not even say
that that form of government is the best which provides the most effectually
for a pure selection of these natural aristoi into the offices of government?”

http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch15s61.html
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I will leave to the reader what the Sarah Palin pick says about the health of
our current form of government.

 

September 10, 2008

The Deference Strategy

I linked to one of my recent deference posts on the blog for my “Age of
Jefferson” course, and the comment below was submitted. I thought I would
answer it here, in a somewhat more comfortable environment for overt politics.
At any rate, “cheese” had this to say:

I think in this situation she wants to have a fair interview. His choice of
words probably could have been better but all in all everybody on both sides
reads way too much into these small comments. I think he is just trying to talk
about the media being respectful and courteous.

As far as her not wanting to talk about her political record, this is simply
not true. She is a candidate with an executive record who is intelligent enough
to know that everything she has done is going to be called into question. The
simple fact is that people like Keith Olbermann and Rachel Maddow are not going
to give her a fair interview. She won’t do an interview with word twisting NBC
commentators. I can guarantee that she will do Meet the Press with a real
reporter of the news. No matter how liberal Tom Brokaw is he will still give a
fair interview to Palin. I think we should let her pack her bags in Alaska and
get out on the campaign trail full force before we start saying she is afraid
of the media.

The gloves have come off in this election and the interesting thing is that
Senator Obama has to fight it out with the VP nominee of the GOP. The top of
the Dem ticket is fighting it out with the VP of the Rep ticket and the press
but not so much with McCain. Palin does not feel the need to fight it out with
the press like Obama is doing with Hannity. She is going after the Democrats
and not after whatever commentator wants to take the gloves off and battle it
out with her. It is more child-like to have this Obama-Hannity type of banter
with the top of a ticket going after a political commentator rather then
talking about actual policy. I believe this comment of “respect and deference”
is more directed at commentators with outside agendas rather than true
reporters.

For the record Palin has talked to the media and very intelligently about
energy I might ad. As you can see from the interview she knows her information
and has no problem answering the questions of a true reporter. It is very
recent she mentions Obama and Biden.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jAYPxIJSDg0
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I suspect “cheese” is right that Palin can handle herself quite well with the
press. She is obviously an adept and feisty public speaker. (As far as energy
issues go, that’s pretty much what Alaska’s political economy revolves around,
so I should hope she is strong in that area.) Indeed, Palin’s obvious talent
for public speaking, far outstripping that of the top name on the GOP ticket,
makes the McCain campaign’s protective attitude a little mysterious.

The best explanation is that most of the recent McCain campaign’s “defenses” of
Palin, including the demand for “deference” to her from the media and the howls
of “sexism” over minor Obama comments that weren’t aimed at her personally —
are all rooted in conscious political strategy. However capable Palin may
actually be, the McCain people chose her as a symbol, of small-town motherhood,
in an effort to pump up the GOP’s conservative Christian base and perhaps bring
in some of the older female and Catholic voters who went for Hillary Clinton in
the primaries. As a symbol, Palin’s family decisions are her qualifications
more than anything she has or has not done or could or could not do in
government. (Almost any other criteria for the veep pick would have generated a
different result, especially if they were really looking for a qualified female
Republican.)

As a symbol aimed at groups of voters who often perceive themselves as slighted
and/or persecuted by the culture at large (especially small-town and exurban
Christian women), Palin is actually better for McCain if she too is perceived
as beset by sneering elitists and haters. Hence the rush to “protect” her, even
if she doesn’t need it, from personal attacks that are largely not even being
made, at least by the Democrats. NYU journalism professor Jay Rosen saw what
was happening even before Palin made her now-famous convention speech last
week:

John McCain’s convention gambit [the Palin pick] is a culture war strategy. It
depends for its execution on conflict with journalists, and with bloggers (the
“angry left,” Bush called them) along with confusion between and among the
press, the blogosphere, and the Democratic party. . . . It dispenses with
issues and seeks a trial of personalities. It bets big time on backlash.

 

Readers may remember the GOP self-pity party that went on all the day before
Palin’s speech last Wednesday, with the McCain people moaning about their
former buddies in the D.C. media being “on a mission to destroy” the Alaska
governor. They screamed about the “smears” against Palin’s pregnant daughter,
many of which the McCain campaign itself was the first to publicize. McCain
campaign officials also went out of their way to tell the world about their
threats to sue the National Enquirer for an upcoming story alleging that Sarah
Palin had had an affair with one of her husband’s business partners. Last
Wednesday may also have been the day many conservative Republicans first

http://journalism.nyu.edu/pubzone/weblogs/pressthink/2008/09/03/mccain_strategy.html
http://journalism.nyu.edu/pubzone/weblogs/pressthink/2008/09/03/mccain_strategy.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/09/02/AR2008090203144.html
http://www.swamppolitics.com/news/politics/blog/2008/09/bush_mccain_wont_yield_to_angr.html
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/thefix/2008/09/mccain_manager_this_election_i.html
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/thefix/2008/09/mccain_manager_this_election_i.html
http://www.cnn.com/2008/POLITICS/09/03/palin.defense/index.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/09/02/AR2008090203144.html
http://talkingpointsmemo.com/archives/212764.php
http://talkingpointsmemo.com/archives/212890.php
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/09/03/mccain-camp-battles-natio_n_123696.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/09/03/mccain-camp-battles-natio_n_123696.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/09/03/mccain-camp-battles-natio_n_123696.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/09/03/mccain-camp-battles-natio_n_123696.html


discovered the formerly liberal concept of sexism, as their vice-presidential
nominee’s many quasi-scandals came out and her remarkably thin credentials were
parsed. In retrospect it all looks like a set-up to bring the Christian Right’s
blood to a boil at seeing one of their own pitched into the proverbial den of
lions.

This game of strategically stoking up white Middle America’s sense of moral
superiority and victimization by sinister elites has a long history, which I
will blog about soon. In recent times, it has worked out a lot better for the
Republicans politically than it has for small-town America in reality. Read
Kansas City native Thomas Frank’s Wall Street Journal essay, “The GOP Loves the
Heartland to Death,” for an eloquent explanation of what I mean.

 

September 9, 2008

More Deference

The Anchorage Daily News suggests some questions that ABC’s Charlie Gibson will
doubtless not be asking between licks of Sarah Palin’s cute ankle boots later
this week. Our friend “deference” makes a reappearance:

There’s no polite way to say it: Sarah Palin has been hiding out from hard
questions. [Who does she think she is, George Washington?]. . .

McCain’s camp has handled their vice-presidential pick like some celebrity who
will only deign to give an interview if conditions are favorable. McCain
campaign manager Rick Davis told Fox News Sunday, Palin would take questions
“when we think it’s time and when she feels comfortable doing it.” . . .

Here are some of the questions Palin should be answering, for Alaskans and the
rest of the country: . . .

• McCain spokesman Rick Davis told Fox News the media didn’t show you enough
“deference.” How much deference do you expect to get from Vladimir Putin or
Hugo Chavez?

 

It seems like the McCain people may have been a bit too open in their contempt
for the media, their own supporters, and elementary standards of honesty.
 Palin’s flat-out lies about her record on the “bridge to nowhere” and earmarks
are being widely reported. The bridge, particularly, has a bit too much
mainstream notoriety for even the MSM to let that pass. It would be nice to
think there are some limits.
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September 7, 2008

Deference: Not just for historians anymore

I was just talking to one of my classes last week about the concept of
political “deference.” In early American history, “deference” refers to the
much-disputed interpretation that before some (also-disputed) era of
democratization, common people tended to follow the lead of the wealthier,
better educated, and more socially prestigious men in their community, even if
they didn’t have to. That is, even in communities where political rights were
widely distributed and overt coercion and bribery relatively absent — as was
the case in most of early America, at least compared to Europe — voters still
elected the same sort of local bigwigs from the same set of leading families
(especially large landowners), year after year, decade after decade, usually
without much competition or complaint.

Imagine my surprise to learn that “deference” has come back into fashion, at
least for Republican vice presidential candidates. Washington Monthly had a
good round-up of the story and blog comments:

‘DEFERENCE’…. So, when might we see Sarah Palin talk to the media about, well,
anything? According to Rick Davis, McCain’s campaign manager, Palin won’t
tolerate an interview “until the point in time when she’ll be treated with
respect and deference.”

 

Who would have thought a just-folks “hockey mom” would need the kid gloves
treatment? At the last hockey game I attended, they took the gloves off before
going after each other.

Actually, my serious observation here is that all conservatives seem to want
“deference,” no matter what their era, gender, or particular ideology. Puritan
town fathers, “big house” planters, and modern GOP “change agents” alike want
citizens and reporters sitting kinder and gentler at their feet, to borrow a
phrase from a song about the 1992 election.

 

September 5, 2008

From Old Tip to Old Mac: “Bragging War Heroes” Then and Now

Today there was an incendiary post by M.J. Rosenberg at TPM Cafe called
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“Bragging War Heroes.” The post got quite tough with the McCain campaign’s
heavy reliance on their candidate’s POW experience, in the acceptance speech
and before. Rosenberg made some claims about past war heroes and their
comparatively modest political use of their military backgrounds that are
devastating, if true (to paraphrase my old graduate adviser). I would be
interested to know what other historians think:

You would never know it from the media coverage, but John McCain is not one of
America’s greatest war heroes. He is a former POW who survived, heroically. He
deserves to be honored for that heroism.

But one thing distinguishes McCain from other war heroes, the kind whose
heroism changes history rather than their life stories.

America’s two greatest war heroes were Ulysses Grant and Dwight Eisenhower.
Grant saved the union. And Ike saved civilization.

And neither one ever bragged about their experience. (Can you imagine Ike
smacking down Adlai Stevenson by saying that while Adlai ran a nice medium-
sized state, he was the Supreme Allied Commander who ran D-Day, defeated
Hitler, and liberated Europe?).

Impossible. Like Grant, Eisenhower did not brag.

Actually, modesty about military accomplishments is typical of war heroes and
not just here. In Israel, it is unheard of for great military leaders to brag
about their service.

Former Prime Minister Ehud Barak was the most decorated soldier in Israel’s
history (he was a commando who, among other amazing feats, dressed as a woman —
with a handful of soldiers — invaded a terrorist stronghold in Beirut, killed
the terrorists, and then fled to a waiting dinghy and headed home). Yitzhak
Rabin led the IDF in its Six Day War victory. Ariel Sharon saved Israel from
destruction in 1973 when he snuck up behind the Egyptian army and encircled
them in the Sinai.

None of these guys talked about it. McCain does. Continuously. His lack of
modesty — about something war heroes tend to be modest about — does not become
him.

 

http://tpmcafe.talkingpointsmemo.com/2008/09/05/on_bragging_war_heroes/


Now it might well be true that Grant and Eisenhower were this reticent about
using their military careers, but if so their modesty stands apart from a long
pre-existing tradition. Perhaps President-Generals Washington, Jackson,
Harrison, and Taylor did not personally make speeches about their war
experiences, as far as I am aware, but the people who campaigned for them had
no such compunctions, to say nothing of their lower-ranking successors Frank
Pierce and Teddy Roosevelt. In the middle of the 19th century, bragging about
war heroism was practically the default strategy of American presidential
politics. There were campaign biographies galore, but probably more important
were my true love (historical evidence division), the campaign songs. It was
“The Hunters of Kentucky,” promoting Andrew Jackson’s role in the Battle of New
Orleans, that really launched the trend:

I s’pose you’ve read it in the prints, how Packenham attempted
To make old Hickory Jackson wince, but soon his schemes repented;
For we with rifles ready cocked, thought such occasion lucky,
And soon around the general flocked the hunters of Kentucky.

You’ve heard, I s’pose, how New Orleans is famed for wealth and beauty
There’s girls of every hue, it seems, from snowy white to sooty.
So Packenham he made his brags, if he in fight was lucky,
He’d have their girls and cotton bags in spite of old Kentucky.

But Jackson he was wide awake, and wasn’t scared at trifles,
For well he knew what aim we take with our Kentucky rifles;
So he led us down to Cyprus swamp, the ground was low and mucky,
There stood John Bull in martial pomp, and here was old Kentucky.

A bank was raised to hide our breast, not that we thought of dying,
But then we always like to rest unless the game is flying;
Behind it stood our little force, none wished it to be greater,
For every man was half a horse and half an alligator.

 

Jackson won two terms against non-military opponents partly on the strength of
such epic bragging. But his opponents were not to be outdone, unseating
Jackson’s hand-picked successor in 1840 with an elderly veteran named William
Henry Harrison. The Whigs’ campaign songs boasted even more broadly and
folksily about Old Tippecanoe’s triumphs during the War of 1812 than Jackson’s
had. Everybody knows “Tippecanoe and Tyler, Too,” but there were many more,
like “The Buckeye Song“:

 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/sm2html/sm2home.html
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/6522
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tippecanoe_and_Tyler_too
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=mussm&fileName=sm2/sm1840/371000/371440/mussm371440.db&recNum=0&itemLink=h?ammem/mussm:@field(NUMBER+@band(sm1840+371440))&linkText=0
http://web.archive.org/web/20090201134218/http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=mussm&fileName=sm2/sm1840/371000/371440/mussm371440.db&recNum=0&itemLink=h?ammem/mussm:@field(NUMBER+@band(sm1840+371440))&linkText=0
http://web.archive.org/web/20090201134218/http://www.common-place.dreamhost.com/pasley/wp-content/uploads/2008/09/0009.jpg


In the end, I have to demur from M.J. Rosenberg’s broader interpretation of
past American political practice. What is more unique and distinctively modern
about John McCain’s politicization of his wartime service is the McCain story’s
emphasis on suffering and endurance in the midst of military failure. There is
a personal triumph there, to be sure, and a spiritual and psychological
success. But surely there is a tremendous difference between the war record of
a long-term POW in a losing cause and success as a field commander in a winning
one. One might be said to make a bit more sense as a qualification for
Commander-in-Chief than the other. Truly it took our modern therapeutic
culture, in which people routinely publicize their past personal traumas as
badges of honor and the subjects of best-selling books, to turn McCain’s sort
of war heroism into a recommendation for high national office. [Probably the
closest previous example at the presidential level would be the carefully
retailed legend of JFK and PT-109. Even there, the war was won even if the boat
was sunk.]

 

This article originally appeared in issue 8.4 (September, 2008).
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Mozart in America

https://commonplace.online/article/mozart-in-america/


How should we understand the major role European classical music has played in
American cultural history?


